CHAPTER X
KHOTAN,   CAPITAL   OF   TUNGANIA
WE were due to arrive in two days at the great oasis
of Khotan, where, though for no good reason, we
were hopeful of meeting some European, a
missionary perhaps. Peter even wondered whether he might
by lucky chance find a bottle of whisky there. ... I
remember one utterly exhausting ride during that trek. It
was the day Peter decided that we should only stop when we
reached Lop. At seven o'clock in the evening the three stage-
houses at Baishtoghrak, in the midst of a desert-like region,
proffered their mute invitation in vain. Without even
getting off my horse, I drank out of a gourd brought from the
well by a Turki, and we went on.
The desolation of dunes followed after a land of tamarisks.
Tired out and craving to get off and lie down on the ground, I
managed to keep awake by taking the lead and, in the
almost absolute darkness, applying myself to keeping on the
vague tracks marked in the sand. We went on, but the dark
broken line of an oasis never came between me and the stars
low down on the horizon. Had we lost the trail? Suddenly a
cavalcade emerged out of the obscurity, the rays from pocket
lamps making, as it were, luminous fasces at its head. It was
soldiers out on reconnaissance. . . . What luck for them!
Foreigners to arrest without any display of zeal on their part.
Astonished at the sight of Peter they missed me and I
quietly went on.a little way. But we got off with nothing
more than a fright. They accepted Tuzun's explanations and
we continued our hesitating march.
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